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Crossing the Threshold into Reflective Practice  
  
Dr. Pauline Joyce EdD 
 Institute of Leadership, Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland 
Introduction & 
Background 
 
Encouraging reflective practice 
across postgraduate programmes 
for health professionals is 
challenging. Assessing reflections 
and determining the level of 
reflective practice reached can be 
difficult. Understanding reflection as 
a threshold concept may be useful 
to help meet the pedagogical 
challenges of such a valuable skill. 
 
Objectives 
The objectives of this poster are to: 
• Present a framework for  
assessing reflection. 
• Apply criteria for threshold 
concepts to reflective practice in 
an effort to understand it better.  
• Suggest new understandings of 
reflection in the context of 
curriculum. 
Conclusion 
The pursuit of reflective practice 
invites the health professional to 
enter a liminal space, making sense 
of their experience in the context of 
evidence-based literature and best 
practice research.  
 
It can transform the way we teach 
and the way we think about learning 
by using a lens to question and 
critique practice. Once this journey 
starts reflective practice has the 
potential to be transformative and 
irreversible. 
Email: pjoyce@rcsi.ie 
Reflection - a Threshold 
Concept 
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Analysis of Reflections 
Engagement 
Support  
Challenges 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Levels of Reflection 
Reflections done, as part of change 
projects, were marked using a 3 
level framework1 
Table 1: Level of Reflective Practice 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Assumptions that postgraduate 
healthcare professionals 
understood reflection were 
inaccurate.  
A threshold concept is understood 
as: 
…akin to a portal, opening up a 
new and previously inaccessible 
way of thinking about something. It 
represents a transformed way of 
understanding, or interpreting, or 
viewing something without which 
the learner cannot progress
. 2 
Reflection – can transform a 
student’s understanding and 
interpretation. 
Reflections  (n=57) were analysed 
using the 3 level framework (Table 
1) & presented under the 4 criteria 
of threshold concepts2: 
1.Troublesome: Challenges 
traditional ways of writing – the 
majority (70%) reflections reached 
level 1 with descriptive accounts. 
2. Irreversible: Once understood 
the concept of reflection is 
impossible to ‘unlearn’. A small 
number (7%) reached level 3. 
3. Integrative: Reveals connections 
among different aspects that 
previously did not seem understood 
(5%). 
4. Transformative: The ultimate 
destination in exploring reflection is 
a new understanding of the concept 
(2%). 
  
  
  
As a threshold concept reflection 
does not fit with a linear approach 
to curriculum design e.g. modular3.  
 
Unless reflection is part of the 
assessment process students will 
not engage with it4. 
  
Some students are not comfortable 
with reflection and see it as too  
subjective 
New Understandings 
